The Role of Functional Capacity Evaluations
in Occupational Health Settings M .S,a46yearol d production line worker, suffered a workrelated traumatic injury to her right thigh and hip nearly 3 months ago. The injury caused neuromuscular changes, impairing both mobility and sensation. Ms. S was accommodated with partial workdays for the past month, but is not progressing toward a full workday because of pain and physical limitations.Her employer has expressed an interest in Ms. S resuming the fulltime position because of production requirements, and has requested a functional capacity evaluation (FeE) to make a work determination:
FUNCTIONAL EVALUATIONS
Functional capacity evaluations consist of a battery of objective tests and activities and are conducted by a physical or occupational therapist. The purpose of the evaluation is to assess an individual's physical abilities and compare the results to the physical demands of a specific job (Saunders, 1997 
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Functional capacity evaluations are designed to test (Saunders, 1997) :
• Safety (related to body mechanics). • Ability to perform repeated activities.
The evaluations are completed using direct observation during a testing period ranging from 2 to 4 hours or multi-day test periods.
After arriving at the testing facility, the employee participates in an intake interview. During the interview, the evaluator obtains information concerning job history and medical history while observing and noting the client's physical behavior. An explanation of the purpose and components of the FCE is provided to the employee. The employee is encouraged to provide maximal effort during the evaluation and receives information about stopping the test.
The therapist conducts a neuromuscular evaluation to determine whether the employee is able to proceed with testing. Factors indicating a referral for medical evaluation prior to proceeding with testing include: • Increased heart rate above target (220 -Age X .8).
• Accessory muscle use during respiration.
• Diaphoresis or other signs of cardiac fatigue.
After the employee is deemed fit to proceed with testing, a baseline functional evaluation is performed. This component of the evaluation may require 2 hours to complete, and is used to determine maximum tolerance levels and limiting factors related to material handling, postures, repeated tasks, and grip strength.
Work simulation activities can be structured based on the referral or reason for obtaining the FCE. Functional capacity evaluations can he obtained to determine an individual's ability to perform certain tasks or activities or job specific tasks or activities. It is not unusual to obtain the FCE to determine specific and generic job capabilities. During the work simulation activities portion of the evaluation, the evaluator observes body mechanics and measures heart rate and blood pressure. Any complaints voiced by the employee are noted. Testing is stopped (Saunders, 1997) : • If the individualrefusesto continue.
• If unsafe body mechanics are observed.
• At the evaluator's discretion.
Work simulation testing may be conducted over several days, adding the weight lifted and number of repetitions performed. At the conclusion of the testing, a report is compiled, outlining the number of lifts during a specific time period and the amount of weight that could be lifted. Time periods are described as seldom, occasional, and frequent. Material handling is described in planes (i.e., floor to knuckle, overhead, floor to waist).
Although standard protocols are not used among all evaluators, testing protocols do exist. To better under-stand the tests and interpretations used to compile the report, clinicians should consult with the evaluator.
SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS
It was determined Ms. Shad reached maximum medical improvement and was unable to perform the essential functions of production line work unless her previous job was substantially altered. This was something the employer was unable to do. The FCE provided information about tasks Ms. S could perform, and also was useful in evaluating potential jobs for her within the company. The evaluator's task was to assess Ms. S's abilities related to essential functions of her job, and to identify generic physical abilities. Because Ms. S's FCE results demonstrated limited lifting ability, the company was able to consider her for other open positions for which she was qualified. Because Ms. S had undergone appropriate Clinical Rounds: NP link physical therapy during her recovery and had attempted a progressive return to full duty with coaching and evaluation during the month prior to the FCE, additional directed rehabilitation was not pursued. It was suggested Ms. S continue exercises learned in therapy and see her health care provider as needed.
Clinicians and practitioners may identify opportunities for obtaining FCEs. Functional capacity evaluations can be coordinated with case managers, treating specialists, and health care providers. Functional capacity evaluations can be useful in fitness for duty evaluations, return to work determinations, and when determining appropriate treatment or rehabilitation. When obtaining an FCE, it is important to understand both the purpose in conducting the evaluation and the return to work process. To gain the most information from the test, the clinician or practitioner needs to convey ques-tion(s) for the evaluator prior to the employee's appointment. In addition, it is helpful for the clinician or practitioner to visit the testing facility to observe the FCE testing process.
Post-injury physical changes often require consideration of job requirements. When evaluating potential changes or reassignment, the FCE can be an instrument occupational health nurses can use to advise an employer in matching physical abilities to job demands. Individual practitioners should check with their state licensing boards about who can order a FCE.
